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Can science contradict faith? This important question has been 
answered in a variety of different ways throughout history. The Church 
has progressed from the time in the seventeenth century when it condemned 
and imprisoned a scientist who appeared to be teaching a theory which 
contradicted truths of the faith util today when it encourages men and 
women to pursue the professional fields open to scientists. Let us turn 
to some specific examples to consider this question further. 


Galileo , a seventeenth century scientist who publicly supported 
the Copernican theory that the earth moves aroud the sun was condemned 
because his scientific discoveries appeared to contradict the teaching 
of the. Bible that implted that the earth was the center of the universe. 
Significantly, in 1979 Pope John Paul II; on the one hundredth anniversary 
of Einstein's birth called for a public inquiry into the historical condemnation 
of Galileo. To the Pontifical Academy of Sciences he stated: "Just as religion 
needs religious liberty, so science legitimately claims freedom of research." 
This public enquiry did exonerate Galileo, thereby marking a new relation 
between science and faith for the contemporary Church. 


More recently, a scientist and theologan of the twentieth century 
also struggled in his life with the question of whether science can 
contradict faith. Father Teilhard de Chardin, a Jesuit trained in geology 
and paleontology was asked by the Church to refrain from publishing some 
of his theories because they appeared to contradict certain fundamental 
tennets of Church teaching. He was not condemned or imprisoned as had been 
his famous predecessor Galileo. However, during «be 1940-50 he remained 
faithful to the constraints requested of him. Father Teilhard died on 
Easter Sunday, 1955 and in 1962 the monitum of the Holy Office warned 
against uncritical acceptance of his theories. However, by the end of 
Vatican II in 1965 a more open attitude was adopted by the Church towards 
scientific enquiry and Teilhard de Chardin's many works were widely 
disseminated. 


What were the theories of this Jesuit scientist that have revealed a 
new and dymanic relation between science and faith? While his creative mind 
proposed many new ideas, we will consider here two which are fundamental 
to his thought: the relation of matter and spirit and the evolution of 
human life. 


Reflecting on the meaning of the atomic age in which the explosion of 
the atom revealed that matter and energy were actually two aspects of the 
same reality rather than hostile and conflicting aspects of the universe, 
Father Teilhard became convinced that the world was dynamic rather than 
static at its core. He developed a positive interpretion of 


matter in fhe Divine Milieu: "Matter attracts, renews, unites and flowers. 
By matter we wre nourished, lifted up, linked to everything else, invaded 

by Life." The religious life, he concluded, should involve not the 

movement away from or the rejection of the material world. but rather a 
movement towards and into ‘holy' matter. ~The scientist believed that it 

was in and through matter that we will discover spirit. In this way, 

Teilhard provided a theoretical framework for the call of Vatican II for 

men and women of faith to emerse themselves in professional training and 
work in order to participate in the creative activity of God of the redemption 
of the world. In the Documentation Catholique 58 (1961) 1523 Cardinal Feltin 
has called this Teilhard's "global vision of the universe wherein matter and 
spirit, body and soul, nature and supernature, science and faith find their 
unity in Christ.” 


The Jesuit Paleontoligist's belief: that all things will be united 
in Christ sprang in part from his extensive work uncovering fossils in 
China and the far east. Tkilhard became convinced that human beings not only 
evolved from a long history of animal life, but they also were moving towards 
a higher level of evolution which involved ever greater levels of consciousness. 
Arguing by analogy that historically past evolution occurred through the 
intensification of the atosphere which developed a biological envelope ae 
around the earth, he concluded that the network of communication which, S37 
developed an intellectual envelope around the earth js craeting & Favmalle 
atmosphere for a new development of human community. He also believed that 
this evolution moveing towards a single focal point, and that this 
omega point is Christ. 


For Father Tej\)hard de Chardin there could not be ultimately any 
conflict between science and faith. He fottowed the reasoning of the 
theologian St. Thomas Aquinas who had argued that since God created man 
in His image as a being capable of the use of reason to discover truths 
about the world, conflicts between faith and reason only occur when there 
is not enough knéedge available. This means that conflicts are due to a 
time lag which eventually disappears when enough empirical evidence is 
produced. In an article by Anthony E. Gilles we find the following 
description of this potential for union of reason and faith: " For 
Teilhard, all creation manifested a marvelous unity. In observing and 
studying this creation he found not an antipathy between science and 
religion, but a harmonious complementarity. Tke meaning of the Latin 
roots for our words science---'to scan, to analyze'---and religion-~--'to 
bind together'---perhaps better suggest Teilhard's intuition of science and 
religion as inseparable elements of the same human éndeavour." It would 
seem, then, that the answer to the question we asked at the beginning 
of this article, namely : Can science contradict faith? would be: " No, 
not if we know enough," 


